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森鴎外の作品におけるドイツの中編小説の影響について
The Influence of the German Novelle on the Works of Mori Ôgai
     Jennifer  Scott
　　　In deciding to send Mori Ôgai to Germany in 1884 to study army hygiene, his 
superiors could hardly have foreseen that the most lasting consequences of his four year stay 
would not be felt so much in the field of military health as in the literary world in Japan. His 
competent translations of European literature and the European literary influences he 
assimilated into his own work have had a lasting effect on both his peers and successors.
　　　While in Germany, Ôgai immersed himself in an enthusiastic study of European, 
especially German, literature parallel to his official duties. He found a literary tradition 
contrasting with that of Japan, and was able to experience the latest literary trends and 
movements at first hand.
　　　Ôgai’s reading encompassed a wide scope, but a large part of his attention was 
devoted to the shorter pieces which had gained popularity with the Romantics and had then 
come to dominate the Realist literature of the time. These shorter pieces were admirably 
suited to the demands of an emerging middle-class literary market of magazines and 
periodicals, which, by their nature, favoured relatively short, self-contained works. Later, 
Ôgai’s own writing was often published in such media, which had similarly gained acceptance 
in Japan.
　　　One of Ôgai’s greatest sources of reading material was the twenty-four volume 
collection Deutscher Novellenschatz,1  compiled by Paul Heyse and Hermann Kurz, which 
particularly occupied his attention for several months from April until September 1885. 
Heyse, a Nobel prizewinner, was himself a prolific write of novellas2, and had himself 
formulated his own version of a theor y of the genre, something which many of his 
predecessors, including Goethe and Tieck, had also done.
　　　Despite various theoretical attempts to precisely define the novella form, its constant 
state of flux, a result of the continually changing emphases and aims of successive literary 
　　　　　　　　　　　　1　Heyse, P. & Kurz, H. Deutscher Novellenschatz. (Munich, 1871)
2　In this paper, the equivalent English term ‘novella’ is used interchangeably with, and with the same 
meaning as, the German term ‘Novelle.’
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movements, made the task virtually impossible. Most critics agree, however, that the novella 
has several typical characteristics, although they may not all be present in any single piece.
　　　Ôgai’s familiarity with the Novelle form is clearly visible in his writing. The most 
important feature which Ogai adopted from the German Novelle concerns its scope. Although 
the novella is usually thought of as a shorter work, its length is not of decisive importance. 
Rather, it is a result of the German novella’s vital characteristic – its concentration on a 
singularity. According to Heyse, “the Novelle must represent in a single milieu a single 
conflict, notion of morality or of destiny, or a decisively defined character portrait, and allow 
the relation of the participants to the wider whole of worldly life to shimmer through in 
implied abbreviation only. The story, not the circumstances, the event, not the philosophy 
which it mirrors, are here the principal thing…”3 This singularity distinguishes any particular 
novella from all others and tells of an exceptional event, a break with normality, and as such, 
especially in Romantic novellas, has traces reminiscent of the fairy story or Märchen. The 
concentration on a limited field of vision and the reduction in scope is in contrast to the 
comprehensive view of the world and the psychological development of the novel. The 
novella is only a section of the novelist’s material. A slice of life is used to focus on a problem 
inherent in the wider context, and because of such concentration, the novella often appears 
to lack an obvious plot.
　　　Ôgai’s own works vary in length from a few pages to many chapters, but even the 
more substantial ones retain features of the novella, the feature of singularity above all. 
Indeed, critics have identified certain failings in Ôgai’s longer works as novels because of his 
adherence to the characteristics of the novella. Bowring suggests that in Gan (The Wild 
Geese) “Ôgai had not yet solved the problem of how to tell a story.”4 If Gan is to be judged on 
its success as a novel, rather than a novella, this point may be considered valid. However, if 
Gan is thought of in terms of the characteristics of a somewhat longer novella, it coincides 
with Heyse’s requirements. 
　　　According to Mishima Yukio, the lack of a plot was not a lack of ability, but rather a 
deliberate technique of Ôgai. “In a short story, the theme or moral tends to stand out too 
conspicuously. A well-written short story often had this flaw. Ôgai’s short stories, however, 
are scarcely troubled by this problem. … His narrative style is placid and the reader feels as 
if he is reading a catalogue. A while after finishing the story, however, he begins to recognize 
　　　　　　　　　　　　3　Heyse, P., ‘Einleitung.’ In: Polheim, K.K. (Ed.) Theorie und Kritik der deutschen Novelle von Wieland 
bis Musil. Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1970.  pp. vii-x.
4　Bowring, R.J. Mori Ôgai and the Modernization of Japanese Culture. London, New York, Melbourne: 
C.U.P., 1979. p. 149.
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its awesome theme, which grows increasingly clear to him.” 5 
　　　In addition to the fundamental nature of the novella, Ôgai also utilised many of its 
stylistic techniques. In doing so, he adopted a Realist approach, although his earlier works 
show the influences of Romanticism.
　　　The German Realist’s aim was to emphasize objectivity, although lingering traditions 
of Romanticism often resulted in a greater subjectivity. One method of balancing the 
subjectivity of the characters’ own experience of the event in question is the addition of an 
objective narrative framework. This is frequently found in Ôgai’s works, and he made use of 
it not only in his early stories, such as ‘Fumizukai’ (‘The Courier’), but became a distinctive 
feature of his later historical literature in stories such as ‘Suginohara Shina.’ 
　　　In Ôgai’s historical literature, and in particular in those works dealing with individual 
historical figures, the narrator-biographer almost rivals the central figure as a focus in the 
story. The narrative frame is itself a record of the creative process of the narrator-author and, 
with the acknowledgement of sources and discussion of them, allows the author to make 
himself a part of the work, introducing his views and reflecting on what has been recounted.
　　　The noting of sources, the detailed listing of family relationships as in ‘Sakai jiten’ 
(‘The Incident at Sakai’) and the description of the social and economic circumstances of 
characters in ‘Abe ichizoku’ (‘The Abe Clan’) add to the impression of objectivity, since the 
reader must rely on the analytic, scientific approach of the narrator for access to the story 
itself. 
　　　A narrative framework sets a limit to the event described. It encloses and unifies the 
actual subject matter, which may be presented using internal frames, thus allowing 
perspective and tension to be developed from the possibility of thus breaking the 
chronological sequence of events.
　　　This device can be seen in ‘Utakata no ki.’ Ôgai uses two frames, one concerning the 
visit of the artist Kose to Munich, and the other describing Marie’s background. They make 
it possible to look back into the past and return to the time in which the central event is set. 
The link between the two frames occurs when Kose and Marie meet. 
　　　‘Utakata no ki’ also provides a good example of another practice favoured in the 
German Realist novella. Truth and fiction are blended using an historical event as the 
inspiration and starting point for the development of a unique story, which, although set in 
real surroundings, mentioning names of real people and places, and employing features 
recognizable to knowledgeable readers, remains a work of fiction. 
　　　　　　　　　　　　5　Mishima, Y. ‘Ôgai no tanpen shosetsu’ In: Twentieth Century Literary Criticism. Poupard & 
Person (Eds.) Detroit: Gale, 1984. vol. 14, p. 385.
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　　　‘Utakata no ki,’ written shortly after Ôgai’s return to Japan, is constructed around an 
actual event, the mysterious drowning of the Bavarian king, Ludwig II, in 1886. Ôgai was in 
the Bavarian capital, Munich, at the time and would have been familiar with the controversial 
circumstances surrounding the king’s death. He was certainly familiar with the city of 
Munich and the nearby lake, scene of the drama. His description of the city contains 
identifiable monuments, museums, cafés and streets, nearly all of which still exist. Swann 
notes Ôgai’s attention to the details surrounding Ludwig’s death: “Ôgai has detailed it in 
perfect consonance with what is known of the original tragedy. The date, time, weather, 
place, water depth, scratch marks, clothes, and umbrellas all have been inserted without any 
changes. Even the details about the newspaper extras and the transfer of Ludwig’s coffin to 
Munich have been shown to be perfectly accurate.” 6
　　　Thus a reality is created, into which the Romantic elements of coincidence, obsessive 
passion and attempted seduction leading to final disaster, combined with concern about the 
nature of ar tistic inspiration, have been woven. The climactic scene borders on the 
improbable, with hints of the miraculous, yet since objectivity has been created previously by 
the use of many concrete facts, it is acceptable as a plausible, if somewhat unlikely, 
explanation of an exceptional historic event. 
　　　This blending of fact and fiction coincides with Ludwig Tieck’s opinion of the nature 
of the novella as a tension between the real and the miraculous. The novella should deal with 
an exceptional situation which “in other circumstances could again be commonplace.” 7 
　　　Actual events and historical personages, however obscure, continued to provide Ôgai 
with source material throughout his literary career. Although he moved away from his 
earlier Romanticism, his historical stories show how effective he found this technique.
　　　In ‘Sakai jiten’ the sequence of events portrayed by Ôgai is virtually unchanged from 
the historical reality. Into these objective surroundings he brings the conflicting loyalties of 
those individuals who were to commit ritual suicide but were prevented from doing so. The 
narrator makes no comment on the unfolding events, there is no emotional outpouring and 
the narrative is measured and composed. It is this restraint which confronts the reader so 
starkly with an almost unimaginable psychological conflict.
　　　Ôgai also made use of the diaristic or epistolary styles of writing found in such works 
as Goethe’s Die Leiden des jungen Werther (The Sorrows of Young Werther) and Schnitzler’s 
‘Andreas Thameyers letzter Brief’ (‘Andreas Thameyer’s Final Letter’). Once again, the effect 
is to add objectivity by presenting the reader with documentary evidence of the character’s 
　　　　　　　　　　　　6　Swann, T.E. ‘The Problem of “Utakata no ki”’ In: Monumenta Nipponica, vol. 29 (1974), p. 266.
7　Tieck, L. Gesammelte Schriften. Bd. 11 In: Braak, I. Poetik in Stichworten. Kiel: Hirt, 1980. p. 86f.
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own version of the event. ‘Maihime’ (‘The Dancing Girl’) and Vita Sexualis both make use of 
a modified diary form. The narrator in each case looks back at his own past in chronological 
sequence, dispassionately recounting the series of occurrences which culminate in crisis: the 
abandonment of Elis in favour of a career in ‘Maihime,’ and the narrator’s first sexual 
experience in Vita Sexualis.
　　　Bowring points to Ôgai’s translations of Schnitzler’s works, which deal with letters 
written by men on the point of suicide, in order to convey to friends the motives behind their 
actions. He states that ‘Okitsu Yagoemon no isho’ (‘The Last Testament of Okitsu 
Yagoemon’), though hardly derivative, was clearly not original in the sense that it took the 
form of a suicide note. Three of the translations took this form…” 8 
　　　The German novella form made frequent use of symbolism. Theorists describe this 
symbolism as the use of a concrete object as an outward sign of the essence of the conflict 
being dealt with. The use of symbolism is theoretically one of the characteristic features of 
the German novella, yet is not essential, and is not, therefore, identifiable in every novella.
　　　Symbols are to be found in many of Ôgai’s stories, with varying success. Referring to 
the symbolism of Gan, Keene notes that “Ôgai’s symbolism is at times rather heavy: the 
snake devouring the caged bird surely refers to the relationship between Suezo and Otama, 
and Okada’s indifference kills Otama no less surely than the stone he throws at the wild 
goose.” 9 Bowring has reservations about the symbolism of the wild goose, finding that it “is 
an image so loaded with associations in Japanese culture as to be a cliché and [that] it is far 
from clear… whether it is to be taken as much more than an image of sadness.” 10 Such 
problems tend to negate the original purpose of symbolism itself – to indirectly present the 
essential tension of the situation.
　　　A more successful use of symbolism is to be found in ‘Okitsu Yagoemon no isho’, 
where the bole of aloeswood which Yagoemon has been asked to obtain can be interpreted 
as a symbol for the “validity of spending money for other than a purely utilitarian purpose,” in 
other words, the value of aestheticism to man.11 It heralds the climactic event, Yagoemon’s 
personal struggle with his conflicting loyalties.
　　　It is interesting to note the frequency with which Ôgai uses birds as symbols in his 
stories, especially in the light of Heyse’s interpretation and terminology of the role of the 
　　　　　　　　　　　　8　Bowring, R.J. Mori Ôgai and the Modernization of Japanese Culture, p. 173.
9　Keene, D. Dawn to the West. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1984. p. 369.
10　Bowring, R.J. Mori Ôgai and the Modernization of Japanese Culture, p. 150.
11　Dilworth, D. & Rimer, J.T. (Eds.) The Incident at Sakai and other Stories. Honolulu: University 
Press of Hawai’i, 1977. p. 16.
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symbol in the novella. He likened the symbolic object to the role of the falcon in one of 
Boccaccio’s novellas, seeing it as playing a role at the decisive turning point of the novella, 
giving it “the specific, which differentiates this story from a thousand others.” 12 Indeed, the 
term ‘falcon’ (der Falke) is often used in German literary theory to refer to the symbol.
　　　Ôgai used the falcon itself as a symbol in ‘Abe ichizoku’: “… two falcons were circling 
in the air. While the crowd watched in wonder, the two birds came together, one so close 
behind the other that the beak and tail seemed to be touching, then plunged headlong into 
the well beneath the cherry blossoms. … That these falcons had been Tadatoshi’s favourites, 
and they had on the day of his cremation plunged to their death… these facts alone suffice to 
make it clear that the falcons had indeed committed junshi.”13 The falcons’ wish to follow their 
lord into death mirrors the desire of his loyal retainers to do likewise. Once again the central 
theme of the story is that of the conflicting loyalties of those denied their wish to follow their 
master to the grave.
　　　This type of conflict is of great concern to Ôgai. He tries to penetrate into the nature 
of feudal morality and looks at the tension between the expectations of the individual and his 
duties toward society. Not only in Ôgai’s later works such as ‘Sakai jiten’ and ‘Abe ichizoku’ is 
it a feature, but also in his earliest, ‘Maihime’, where it takes the form of the opposing forces 
of love and family obligation to pursue a career. This type of conflict was also a common 
theme in the German novella of the nineteenth century.
　　　Thus it can be seen that a first hand knowledge of the German novella genre opened 
up a wide spectrum of possibilities for literary creativity, initially to Ôgai, and later, through 
his works, to successive Japanese authors. Through the techniques of the Realist novella, he 
was able to achieve the detachment he sought so that his works might be in tune with what 
he termed his ‘Apollonian’ personality. In his willingness to consider outside influences and 
to adapt them to his own literary needs he set a high standard for those who were to follow.
　　　　　　　　　　　　12　Heyse, P. ‘Einleitung.’
13　Mori, Ôgai. ‘Abe ichizoku.’ In: Dilworth, Rimer. The Incident at Sakai and other Stories, p. 39.
